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Summary 

The Obama Administration released a new National Security Strategy (NSS) on February 6, 

2015. It was the second NSS document to be published by the Administration; the first was 
published in May 2010. The 2015 document states that its purpose is to “set out the principles and 
priorities to guide the use of American power and influence in the world.” The NSS is a 
congressionally mandated document, originating in the Goldwater-Nichols Department of 
Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (P.L. 99-433, §603/50 U.S.C §3043). 

The 2015 NSS emphasizes the role of U.S. leadership; the words “lead,” “leader,” “leading,” and 
“leadership” appear 94 times in the context of the U.S. role in the world. It also acknowledges 
national limitations and calls for strategic patience and persistence. 

The 2015 report retains much of the underlying thought of the 2010 version. Flowever, its 
emphasis appears to shift away from the U.S. role in the world being largely a catalyst for action 
by international institutions to one that reflects more involved leadership both inside those 
institutions and between nations. 

It also takes a tougher line with both China and with Russia, while emphasizing the desirability 
for cooperation with both. 

The 2015 report raises a number of potential oversight questions for Congress, including the 
following: 

• Does the 2015 NSS accurately identify and properly emphasize key features and 
trends in the international security environment? Does it adequately address the 
possibility that since late 2013a fundamental shift in the international security 
environment has occurred that suggests a shift from the familiar post-Cold War 
era to a new and different strategic situation? 

• Does the 2015 NSS qualify as a true strategy in terms of linking ends 
(objectives), means (resources), ways (activities), and in terms of establishing 
priorities among goals? Is it reasonable to expect the unclassified version of an 
NSS to do much more than identify general objectives? 

• Does the 2015 NSS properly balance objectives against available resources, 
particularly in the context of the limits on defense spending established in the 
Budget Control Act of 201 1? Are Administration policies and budgets adequately 
aligned with the 2015 NSS? 

• As part of its anticipated review of the Goldwater-Nichols act, how shoidd 
Congress define its role in shaping national security strategy? Should Congress 
do this through an independent commission, or in some other way? 

• Are NSS statements performing the function that Congress intended? How 
valuable to Congress are they in terms of supporting oversight of Administration 
policies and making resource-allocation decisions? Should the mandate that 
requires the Administration to submit national security strategy reports be 
repealed or modified? If it should be modified, what modifications should be 
made? 
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Introduction 1 

The National Security Strategy (NSS) is a congressionally mandated document, originating in the 
Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (RL. 99-433, §603/50 
U.S.C §3043). Section 3043 appears in the text box below. 



§3043. Annual National Security Strategy Report 

(a) Transmittal to Congress 

(1) The President shall transmit to Congress each year a comprehensive report on the national security strategy of 
the United States (hereinafter in this section referred to as a “national security strategy report”). 

(2) The national security strategy report for any year shall be transmitted on the date on which the President submits 
to Congress the budget for the next fiscal year under section I 1 05 of Title 3 1 . 

(3) Not later than 150 days after the date on which a new President takes office, the President shall transmit to 
Congress a national security strategy report under this section. That report shall be in addition to the report for that 
year transmitted at the time specified in paragraph (2). 

(b) Contents 

Each national security strategy report shall set forth the national security strategy of the United States and shall 
include a comprehensive description and discussion of the following: 

(1) The worldwide interests, goals, and objectives of the United States that are vital to the national security of the 
United States. 

(2) The foreign policy, worldwide commitments, and national defense capabilities of the United States necessary to 
deter aggression and to implement the national security strategy of the United States. 

(3) The proposed short-term and long-term uses of the political, economic, military, and other elements of the 
national power of the United States to protect or promote the interests and achieve the goals and objectives referred 
to in paragraph (I). 

(4) The adequacy of the capabilities of the United States to carry out the national security strategy of the United 
States, including an evaluation of the balance among the capabilities of all elements of the national power of the 
United States to support the implementation of the national security strategy. 

(5) Such other information as may be necessary to help inform Congress on matters relating to the national security 
strategy of the United States. 

(c) Classified and unclassified form 

Each national security strategy report shall be transmitted in both a classified and an unclassified form. 



The NSS has been an unclassified document published by the President since the Reagan 
Administration in 1987. As such, the NSS has tended to highlight broad national security 
priorities of each Administration, without detailing which priorities were the highest or how, 
specifically, each priority would be achieved. 

Key Points of the 2015 National Security Strategy 

The Obama Administration released a new National Security Strategy (NSS) on February 6, 

20 15. 2 It was the second NSS document to be published by the Obama Administration; the first 
was published in May 2010. The 2015 document states that its purpose is to “set out the 
principles and priorities to guide the use of American power and influence in the world.” 3 



1 Written by Nathan J. Lucas, Section Research Manager, Defense Policy and Arms Control. 

2 The White House, National Security Strategy, February 1, 2015, https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/ 
20 1 5_national_security_strategy.pdf. 

3 National Security Strategy, p. 1. 
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The 2015 NSS emphasizes the role of U.S. leadership; the words “lead,” “leader,” “leading,” and 
“leadership” appear 94 times in the context of the U.S. role in the world. It also acknowledges 
national limitations and calls for strategic patience and persistence. The introduction notes: 

Today’s strategic environment is fluid. Just as the United States helped shape the course 
of events in the last century, so must we influence their trajectory today by evolving the 
way we exercise American leadership. This strategy outlines priorities based on a 
realistic assessment of the risks to our enduring national interests and the opportunities 
for advancing them. This strategy eschews orienting our entire foreign policy around a 
single threat or region. It establishes instead a diversified and balanced set of priorities 
appropriate for the world’s leading global power with interests in every part of an 
increasingly interconnected world. 

The 2015 NSS retains much of the underlying thought of the 2010 version. For example, it 
explicitly restates the list of “enduring national interests” from 2010: 

• the security of the United States, its citizens, and U.S. allies and partners; 

• a strong, innovative, and growing U.S. economy in an open international 
economic system that promotes opportunity and prosperity; 

• respect for universal values at home and around the world; and 

• a rules-based international order advanced by U.S. leadership that promotes 
peace, security, and opportunity through stronger cooperation to meet global 
challenges. 

It also retains a strong emphasis on international institutions. 

Changes from the 2010 NSS 

Compared with the Obama Administration’s first NSS (from 2010), the current document appears 
to shift emphasis in a number of areas. 

The 2010 NSS framed U.S. leadership in the world in terms of “galvanizing collective action,” 
whereas the 2015 document frames U.S. leadership in terms of “leading with strength,” “leading 
by example,” “leading with capable partners,” “leading with all the instruments of U.S. power,” 
and “leading with a long-term perspective.” 4 This appears to be a shift in emphasis away from the 
U.S. role in the world being largely a catalyst for action by international institutions to more 
involved leadership both inside those institutions and between nations. Some implications might 
include a more direct U.S. role in both diplomacy and potential military operations during the 
remainder of the Obama Administration. 

The section devoted to international security in the 2010 NSS could be seen as focused on taking 
advantage of an improving security situation. The list of subjects in the section could be 
characterized as completing initiatives and actions already started and beginning a period of 
relative strategic calm for the United States. Its main points are for the United States to 

• strengthen security and resilience at home; 

• disrupt, dismantle, and defeat A1 Qaeda and its violent extremist affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and around the world; 



4 The White House, National Security Strategy , May 2010, pp. 1-3, available at http://nssarchive.us/NSSR/2010.pdf. 
Also National Security Strategy, February 2015, pp. 2-5. 
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• reverse the spread of nuclear and biological weapons and secure nuclear 
materials; 

• advance peace, security, and opportunity in the greater Middle East; 

• invest in the capacity of strong and capable partners; and 

• secure cyberspace. 

In the 2015 NSS, the Administration’s view of worldwide threats appears to have reflect a more 
turbulent world, a more challenging environment, and a perceived need for a more significant and 
direct leadership role for the United States than the 2010 NSS. The 2015 version’s main points in 
this section are for the United States to 

• strengthen national defense; 

• reinforce homeland security; 

• combat the persistent threat of terrorism; 

• build capacity to prevent conflict; 

• prevent the spread and use of weapons of mass destruction; 

• confront climate change; 

• ensure access to shared spaces (expanding cyberspace and including outer space 
and air and maritime security); and 

• increase global health security. 

One could argue that the points highlighted in the 2015 NSS — strengthening national defense, 
building capacity, ensuring access to shared spaces, and increasing global health security — 
envision a more active U.S. role in the world than the main points of the 2010 NSS. On the other 
hand, one could conclude that these, along with confronting climate change, convey both a wider 
range of national security challenges in terms of both the nature of the issues as well as 
geographic scope and the need for using the full array of policy tools. 

The 2015 NSS differs from its 2010 predecessor in another area: its explanation of national 
priorities regarding the international order. The 2015 document lists what it terms the “rebalance” 
to Asia and the Pacific as its first topic of discussion. This priority is consistent with the 2012 
National Strategic Guidance, which outlined the Administration’s “shift” to the Pacific region. 5 

The 2010 NSS, in its consideration of the international order, did not emphasize particular regions 
of the world. Rather, it focused on three themes, which discussed regions in a global context: 

(1) ensuring strong alliances, (2) building cooperation with other 21 st century centers of influence, 
and (3) sustaining broad cooperation on key global challenges. The 2015 NSS, however, classifies 
the international order into discrete regional challenges: 

• advance the rebalance to Asia and the Pacific; 

• strengthen the enduring Alliance with Europe; 

• seek stability and peace in the Middle East and North Africa; 

• invest in Africa’s future; and 

• deepen economic and security cooperation in the Americas. 



5 See CRS Report R42448, Pivot to the Pacific? The Obama Administration ’s “ Rebalancing ” Toward Asia, 
coordinated by Mark E. Manyin. 
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The 2015 NS S also takes a tougher line with both China and with Russia, while emphasizing the 
desirability for cooperation with both. It says regarding China, "... we will manage competition 
from a position of strength while insisting that China uphold international rules and norms on 
issues ranging from maritime security to trade and human rights.” 6 On Russia, the document says, 
"... we will continue to impose significant costs on Russia through sanctions and other means 
while countering Moscow’s deceptive propaganda with the unvarnished truth. We will deter 
Russian aggression, remain alert to its strategic capabilities, and help our allies and partners resist 
Russian coercion over the long term, if necessary.” 7 

Views on the 2015 NSS 

Some analysts have questioned whether, even with the increased emphasis on U.S. leadership, the 
2015 NSS sufficiently accounts for the significant changes in strategic threats that have 
developed since the 2010 NSS. In particular, continued instability in the Middle East and North 
Africa could be perceived as conflicting with many of the underlying assumptions on worldwide 
security contained in the 2010 NSS. One critic notes that the 2015 NSS “reads like the drafters 
believed nothing much had changed, or at least whatever had changed fit rather nicely within the 
original framework and did not necessitate a changed strategic direction.” 8 

On the other hand, others argue that the 2015 NSS contains a coherent philosophy and accurate 
assessment of the world. One analyst states, “the world of President Obama’s National Security 
Strategy is one in which the United States’ economic and military might serve as the bedrock of 
strong, participatory, and rules-based global institutions. It’s smart multilateralism — working 
within the international system while also being willing to bear the burden of defending it, 
although not always with military power.” 9 

Independent Study of the National Security Strategy Formulation Process 

The proposed FY2016 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), H.R. 1735, § 1604, 
conference report filed (H.Rept. 1 14-270) would require DOD to “carry out a comprehensive 
study of the role of the Department of Defense in the formulation of national security strategy.” 
The study, carried out by an independent research entity, woidd consider the relationship between 
the NSS, the National Military Strategy prepared by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
and the prior Quadrennial Defense Reviews issued by the Secretary of Defense. The study would 
look at factors that contributed to the development and execution of successful previous 
strategies, with specific emphasis on 

• frequency of strategy updates; 

• synchronization of timelines and content; 

• prioritization of objectives; 

• assignment of roles and responsibilities; 

• links between strategy and resourcing; 

6 National Security Strategy, February 2015, p. 24. 

7 National Security Strategy, February 2015, p. 25. 

s Peter D. Feaver, “Grading Obama’s National Security Strategy 2.0,” Foreign Policy, February 6, 2015, available at 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/02/06/grading-obamas-national-security-strategy-2-0/. 

9 Janine Davidson, “Obama’s Last National Security Strategy: The President and the Philosopher,” Foreign Affairs, 
March 2, 2015, available at http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/143207/janine-davidson/obamas-last-national- 
security-strategy, p. 1. 
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